PROLOGUE

IN the crisp air of Kurdistan, we looked across flower-
filled valleys gay with scarlet poppies, blue anchusa, and
the ethereal pink of gypsophila. Beyond lay the snow-
clad mountains of Iran.

The road was bad. An unexpected shower had laid
the dust. Between persistent tufts of liquorice, primitive
ploughs scraped the earth, keeping pace with a fussy steam-
roller strangely incongruous in that remote setting. The
road twisted and turned, undulating like a scenic railway,
descent always a little less steep than ascent. Like the
old peasant dance, we seemed to take two steps forward
and one back, as we climbed to the heights, hoping that
the frontier guards would allow us to gaze upon Iran.

We amused each other by seeing who could count the
most varieties of flowers. For ourself, we liked the wild
hollyhocks best. Some had a single white blossom barely
a couple of inches from the ground. Most were three or
four feet high, mauve and white and pink, in lavish pro-
fusion. A few, more enterprising than their sisters, reached
the conventional height of eight or nine feet. Colour crept
over the brown earth, except where the white road bent
away. Tulips, anemones, and ranunculus vied with
jonquils, narcissi, hyacinths, and lilies of the valley, amid
a riot of pinks, gilliflowers, marigolds, jasmine, sunflowers,
and violets, patterning the slopes for all the world like an
exotic Persian carpet heavy with perfume.

An aeroplane circled overhead. A message fluttered to
earth at our feet.

" Have parked a case of beer at Diana/' we read.